DAVID M. POTTER 
Freedom and Its Limitations 
in American Life 


Edited by Don E. Fehrenbacher 


With a Bibliography of the Published Works of David M. Potter 
Compiled by George Harmon Knoles 


STANFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS 
Stanford, California 1976 


Contents 


Editor's Preface 

. Freedom from Coercion 

. Freedom and Vulnerability 
. Freedom and Conformity 

. Noncoercive Control 


Bibliography of the Published Works 
of David M. Potter 


vii 


49 


65 


Editor’s Preface 


IX LATE January and early February 1963 David M. 

Potter delivered the Commonwealth Fund Lectures in 
American History at University College, London. His sub- 
ject, as announced in a three-page syllabus, was “The 
Compulsions of a Voluntaristic Society: Individual Free- 
dom and Its Limitations in American Life.” The honor 
of participating in this renowned lecture series was one 
that he could not easily have refused, and yet it came at 
a difficult time. 

After nineteen years of teaching history at Yale, Potter 
had moved to Stanford in 1961 at the age of fifty, losing 
ground, as a consequence, in his unending struggle to 
catch up with his scholarly commitments. The obligation 
that weighed most heavily on him was a contract signed 
in 1954 to write the volume on the coming of the Civil 
War for Harper’s New American Nation series. He had 
arrived at Stanford with the book already long overdue 
and still well short of completion. Habitually a man of 
his word, he suffered considerable embarrassment from 
having several times promised and failed to deliver the 
manuscript on a specified date. “I feel a humiliation about 
it which makes it hard for me to write to you now,” he 
told one of the editors of the series in November 1961. 
“After what has passed, I do not see how I can give you 
any date you could feel any confidence in.” Nevertheless, 
before closing the letter, he ventured to name the end of 
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the following April as his new “target date.’’ The penalty 
for this imprudence was having to draft another contrite 
letter when spring came. “My position,” he wrote, “is 
quite like that of a defaulting debtor who has no assets 
on which his creditors can foreclose... . Like all debtors, 
I have had more than one creditor, and have been trying 
more or less desperately to pay the smaller creditors be- 
cause I thought they could be taken care of more easily.” 
Accordingly, he had published six “‘essay-length pieces” 
during the preceding two years, and four more were 
awaiting publication. With all of that work cleared away, 
Harper now constituted his “first creditor,” and if he 
could maintain the same rate of production, “the end 
of August would be a safe expectation.” Again his un- 
realistic deadline rushed to meet him, and in September 
1962 he sent off another “message of humiliation,” re- 
porting that despite good progress he was “still in the 
trenches.” At this point, as he prepared to begin his sec- 
ond year of teaching at Stanford, the Commonwealth 
Fund Lectures lay just four months ahead. 

The Harper book would still be unfinished when Pot- 
ter died in 1971. He never put it aside for long and never 
entirely stifled a Micawberish hope that the end of it 
would turn up one day in a burst of creative activity. (In 
1964, for example, he laid out a timetable for drafting 
the final six chapters in sixty days, with an additional 
thirty days to be allowed for “revision and putting in 
footnotes.”) This long ordeal of authorship places him 
disarmingly within a circle of human frailty that includes 
many another eminent scholar; one is reminded especially 
of Frederick Jackson Turner’s struggle to finish his vol- 
ume in the old American Nation series. Yet it is also im- 
portant to note that Potter’s difficulties with the Harper 
project grew in part out of the very qualities that won 
him recognition as a historian of the first rank. His pas- 
sion for excellence progressively extended the length of 
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the book and slowed the pace of his writing; for it re- 
quired that each chapter reflect a total mastery of the 
often enormous secondary literature and at the same time 
glow with new meaning extracted from familiar material. 
Meanwhile he became, if anything, increasingly amenable 
to interruptions. The single-mindedness needed to com- 
plete the book on a set schedule was incompatible with 
the range and vitality of his professional interests and 
with his constitutional reluctance to decline any intellec- 
tual challenge. 

The Harper volume covering the antebellum period had 
been assigned to Potter largely on the strength of his 
highly praised first book, Lincoln and His Party in the 
Secession Crisis (1942). But the year in which he accept- 
ed the assignment and thereby committed so much of his 
future to a relatively limited historical theme was coin- 
cidentally the same year, 1954, in which he published his 
second major book, People of Plenty: Economic Abun- 
dance and the American Character, a work of such im- 
pressive scope and interpretative power that it signalized 
virtually a second beginning of his scholarly career. The 
Civil War era continued to hold his undiminished in- 
terest, but always in competition with other historical 
themes and problems that somehow captured his atten- 
tion. People of Plenty established Potter as an authority 
on the American national character and on the discipli- 
nary connections between history and the social sciences. 
There naturally followed a succession of invitations to 
review books, deliver lectures, and participate in confer- 
ences related to those specialties. Thus he accumulated 
some of the “small creditors” that were triumphantly paid 
off in the early 1960’s, only to be swiftly replaced. Potter’s 
scholarship by then had in fact settled into an unintended 
but more or less permanent pattern of alternation between 
slow, magisterial progress on the Harper book and spir- 
ited engagement in what he sometimes called “forays,” 
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exploring subjects such as modern advertising, women in 
American history, and the implicit assumptions of prac- 
ticing historians. 

In the Commonwealth Fund Lectures, prepared after 
a summer of very hard work on the Harper book, Pot- 
ter further pursued his interest in national character with 
special reference to the complex problem of freedom in 
American society. His point of departure was the contrast 
between our own picture of ourselves as the “freest people 
on earth” and the emphatic judgment of Tocqueville that 
certain kinds of freedom were severely limited in the 
United States. Potter found the first elements of an ex- 
planation in the tendency of Americans to associate lib- 
erty primarily with their rejection of coercive authority— 
a rejection both embodied and symbolized in the revolt 
against George III. The lectures accordingly developed 
into a scrutiny of the social and psychological conse- 
quences of that rejection, and more particularly, of the 
surrogate compulsions that evolved to do work once done 
by overt authority. As one might expect from the man 
and his subject, Potter did not end up resolving the dis- 
agreement over American freedom with which his inves- 
tigation had begun; instead he incorporated it into a con- 
figuration of paradox that offered neither easy comfort 
nor reason for despair. 

Potter apparently gave the lectures much preliminary 
thought and had their general structure clearly in mind, 
but he did not allow enough time for composition. The 
handwritten pages from which he read each lecture are 
obviously a first draft, to some extent lacking the tight 
organization and literary polish of his published work 
and lapsing occasionally into mere outline. Only after 
extensive revision would the manuscript have been suit- 
able for publication, and the pressure of other commit- 
ments no doubt discouraged the effort if he ever seriously 
considered it. The lectures were therefore stored away in 
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his files, though one finds parts of them echoed in later 
writings. 

Publication is ventured now for several reasons. First of 
all, Potter has himself become a subject for historical 
study as a figure of some prominence in the intellectual 
history of his time, and these lectures constitute a reveal- 
ing chapter in the development of his thought. Further- 
more, the lectures were delivered near the end of a dis- 
tinctive era from which we are now separated by the 
chasm of the Vietnam War, and their content in certain 
ways faithfully reflects the perspectives, interests, and 
moral concerns of critical-minded Americans in the 
1950’s. Yet the central theme of the lectures lends them 
an abiding relevance, and they are committed to print 
primarily because of the light of wisdom they cast on 
that noble idea and elusive condition called freedom. 


In preparing the lectures for publication I found myself 
driven by two conflicting purposes that had to be recon- 
ciled. One was the determination to preserve as much of 
Potter’s own phrasing as possible; the other was the con- 
viction that I must edit the manuscript with as much rigor 
as he would have brought to bear in doing so. The result 
has been some measure of compression, rearrangement, 
and revision, amounting at times to uninvited collabora- 
tion. But the concepts, structure, and language remain 
substantially those of the author. Publication was under- 
taken with the consent and cooperation of Catherine M. 
Potter. My editorial task would have been much more 
difficult without the counsel of J. G. Bell and without 
assistance from the staff of the Department of History 
at Stanford. Everyone interested in David M. Potter and 
his contributions to the literature of American history will 
share my gratitude to George Harmon Knoles for com- 
piling the comprehensive bibliography of Potter’s pub- 
lished works. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Freedom from Coercion 


EONARDO DA VINCI’S Mona Lisa, on loan from the 
Louvre, was unveiled recently in a private ceremony 
at the National Gallery in Washington. For the occasion, 
President John F. Kennedy had prepared a speech in 
which he said that this was the “second lady” sent by 
France to the United States, the first having been the 
Statue of Liberty in New York harbor. But the audience 
of invited guests set up such a tumult that scarcely any- 
one could hear the President’s graceful words. A cynic 
might say that if Mr. Kennedy’s speech illustrated the 
American commitment to liberty in theory, the behavior 
of the crowd illustrated one aspect of the American con- 
cept of liberty in practice. For Americans have tradition- 
ally been convinced that the United States is a sanctum 
of liberty, and Europeans have traditionally questioned 
whether American liberty is not, in practice, more a free- 
dom to make noise than a freedom of the spirit. 

It was long ago that inhabitants of the United States 
became notorious for congratulating themselves inces- 
santly on their liberty. Mrs. Trollope wrote in 1831, for 
instance, of the “eternal boast of liberality and the love 
of freedom’? that she encountered among the Americans. 
Harriet Martineau quoted a Bostonian assertion in 1835 
that talk about liberty had become “almost a wearisome 


I 


FREEDOM FROM COERCION 


cant,” and that American speeches and journals were 
“made nauseous by the vapid and vainglorious reitera- 
tion.” Even so friendly a critic as Lord Bryce declared, 
“Americans cherish the notion that they are the only 
people who enjoy true political liberty, liberty far fuller 
than that of England, far more orderly than that of 
France.””* 

But one need not rely on the testimony of visitors from 
beyond the seas for evidence of the American emphasis 
on liberty. The Declaration of Independence asserted it 
as a self-evident truth that all men are entitled to liberty, 
along with life and the pursuit of happiness. The Consti- 
tution was ordained “to assure the blessings of liberty.” 
The American national anthem celebrated the Republic 
as “the land of the free.” Abraham Lincoln, in his Gettys- 
burg Address, justified a war of subjugation on the ground 
of the need to preserve a Union “conceived in liberty.” 
Franklin Roosevelt used the phrase “freedom-loving na- 
tions” to designate the members of the grand alliance 
against the Axis powers. One could go on and on quoting 
expressions which show that Americans have consistently 
believed themselves the “‘freest people on earth.” 

Yet as I have suggested, this central tenet of the Ameri- 
can credo has never gone unquestioned among Europe- 
ans. Perhaps its outstanding challenger was Alexis de 
Tocqueville, for he first clearly set forth the idea that 
Americans subordinated the principle of freedom to the 
principle of equality. “Liberty,” he said, “is not the chief 
and constant object of their desires; equality is their idol: 


1. Frances Trollope, Domestic Manners of the Americans (Vin- 
tage ed.; New York, 1949), p. 221; Harriet Martineau, Society in 
America (2 vols.; New York, 1837), II, 199; James Bryce, The Amer- 
ican Commonwealth (2 vols.; London, 1888), Il, 635. 
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they make rapid and sudden efforts to obtain liberty and, 
if they miss their aim, resign themselves to their disap- 
pointment; but nothing can satisfy them without equality, 
and they would rather perish than lose it.” As for free- 
dom in its individual aspects, he scorned the idea that it 
could be found in the United States. “I know of no coun- 
try,” he wrote, “in which there is so little independence 
of mind and real freedom of discussion as in America.” 
This, in his judgment, was why the United States lacked 
great writers: “There can be no literary genius without 
freedom of opinion, and freedom of opinion does not 
exist in America.” In one of his most telling phrases, 
Tocqueville identified the stifling influence as the “tyr- 
anny of the majority,” which, he said, raised “formidable 
barriers around the liberty of opinion.’ 

The elegance of Tocqueville’s conceptual formulations 
will always make him, in my opinion, the foremost ana- 
lyst of American democratic society, but he never did 
come quite to the point of saying precisely what it was 
about the American idea of freedom that seemed so anom- 
alous to a European and, more specifically, to a French- 
man. However, his compatriot Michael Chevalier, who 
also traveled in the United States during the 1830's, did 
try to distinguish explicitly between French and American 
conceptions of freedom: 


The Yankee type exhibits little variety; all Yankees seem to be 
cast in the same mold; it was, therefore, very easy for them 
to organize a system of liberty for themselves. ... For us, the 
French, who resemble each other in nothing except in differ- 
ing from everybody else, for us, to whom variety is as neces- 
sary as the air, to whom a life of rules would be a subject of 
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L 5 6, 2735 274, 275+ 


FREEDOM FROM COERCION 


horror, the Yankee system would be torture. Their liberty is 
not the liberty to outrage all that is sacred on earth, to set re- 
ligion at defiance, to laugh morals to scorn, to undermine the 
foundations of social order, to mock at all traditions and all 
received opinions; it is neither the liberty of being a monar- 
chist in a republican country, nor that of sacrificing the honor 
of the poor man’s wife or daughter to one’s base passions; it is 
not even the liberty to enjoy one’s wealth by a public display, 
for public opinion has its sumptuary laws to which all must 
conform under pain of moral outlawry; nor even that of living 
in private differently from the rest of the world. The liberty of 
the Yankee is essentially limited and special like the nature of 
the race.8 


Just how serious Chevalier was in asserting the right 
to seduce a poor man’s wife as one of the criteria of free- 
dom in its Gallic form I do not know. But his mere sug- 
gestion of it gives us a kind of benchmark that may help 
define the limits of freedom in its Yankee form. Such be- 
havior would not do at all for Americans, as he recog- 
nized, but precisely why? Why does the seduction of a 
poor man’s wife seem more offensive, in American eyes, 
than the outraging of all that is sacred? The offensiveness, 
I believe, lies not merely in the violation of morality but 
also in the violation of equality. For the implication is 
that Chevalier’s kind of freedom would include the right 
of a rich man to take advantage of a poor man. It was a 
freedom, in other words, that might be allowed to work 
in favor of the elite, and as such it was contrary to the 
American creed. If the rich man were to seduce the wife 
of another rich man, even Americans of the Victorian age 
might have regarded the offense as an application of the 
axiom that all’s fair in love and war. But to seduce the 
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wife of a poor man is to treat a fellow human being as 
less than equal simply because he is poor. Here the prin- 
ciple of freedom would violate the principle of equality, 
a consequence perfectly acceptable to the French aristo- 
crat but quite intolerable for a Yankee democrat. 

One may say, then, that freedom in the American tradi- 
tion must meet the negative requirement of not violating 
the principle of equality. But this still does not identify 
the distinctive element in the American concept of liberty. 
Americans have tended to evade the question by defining 
the word in such unrealistic, all-embracing terms that it 
is given no meaningful focus. Europeans, in turn, have 
sometimes suspected that such vagueness is a mask for 
hypocrisy. Even Bryce got nowhere in a quest for clari- 
fication: 


Ihave often asked Americans wherein they consider their free- 
dom superior to that of the English, but have never found them 
able to indicate a single point in which the individual man is 
worse off in England as regards either his private civil rights 
or his general liberty of doing and thinking as he pleases. They 
generally turn the discussion to social equality, the existence 
of a monarchy and hereditary titles and so forth—matters 
which are, of course, quite different from freedom in its proper 
sense.* 


Obviously, there is much more involved here than just 
a difference of definitions, and it is not a question of 
which is more nearly right—the American or his Euro- 
pean critics. The truly interesting problem, instead, is to 
determine what conditions in American society have con- 
vinced Americans that they are the “freest people on 
earth,” and what characteristics of American society have 
led so many Europeans to conclude that they are not. 


4. American Commonwealth, Il, 635n. 
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Any answer must no doubt begin with the plain fact 
that Americans and Europeans have understood freedom 
in diverse ways. Bryce was perhaps closer than he realized 
to the heart of the matter when he said that Americans 
habitually turned the discussion to subjects such as “mon- 
archy and hereditary titles.” Now it is unlikely that these 
people were so simpleminded as to believe, in any literal 
sense, that an individual’s personal freedom depended 
primarily on whether or not he lived under a monarchi- 
cal form of government. Their turning of the discussion 
was actually a somewhat confused attempt to explain 
what they meant by freedom. They associated certain 
attitudes with the institution of monarchy and certain 
other attitudes with a republic headed by a President, 
who would in time, as it happened, come to exercise more 
power than most European monarchs. 

The essential fact, I believe, is that America had reject- 
ed the principle of authority that monarchy symbolized. 
The visible agency of authority was a ruling class; the 
operative manifestation of authority was the exercise of 
coercion on one side and the expression of deference on 
the other. America, although not a profoundly revolu- 
tionary country, had nevertheless rejected this portion of 
its European heritage. Whatever rule was exercised must 
be exercised in the name of the people, and no one should 
be allowed to claim rank as the member of a ruling class. 
An old American adage asserts that “God and the people 
hate a chesty man.” In short, whatever was done must be 
done with a maximum of voluntary consent and a mini- 
mum of coercion. As for deference, no one owed it to 
anyone, except perhaps to two classes of people regard- 
ed as weak rather than strong—that is, old people and 
females. 
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Two familiar phrases emphasize the strongly anti- 
authoritarian aspect of freedom as it is understood by 
Americans. One is “free and independent’’; the other is 
“free and equal.” The first implies that to avoid depen- 
dence, to recognize no higher human authority, is to 
attain freedom. Great numbers of Americans have con- 
strued freedom in exactly this way, attaching only lim- 
ited value to the right to be different from other people, 
but attaching immense value to the right not to defer to 
anyone because of his position. An American newspaper 
editorial once defined democracy as “the right to curse 
the cop on the beat.” A person would be ill-advised to 
take this literally, but the danger would not lie in the fact 
that he had defied authority, for the court would prob- 
ably be lenient with such an offender. Instead, the risk 
would lie in the possible reaction of the policeman him- 
self, who, as experience shows, might also defy the au- 
thority of the law that forbids him to strike a citizen. 

Similarly, the phrase “free and equal” implies that the 
essence of freedom is not being different from other 
people, but rather being on a par with other people; not 
the right to choose between various modes of life, but 
rather the right to enjoy a mode of life as good as any- 
one else’s. Freedom and equality together constitute a 
kind of double safeguard against authority; for if all men 
were free, no one would have an obligation to obey an- 
other, and if all were equal, none would have any right 
to command another. In other words, the principle of 
freedom assures an individual that no one can control 
him, not even his superiors, but the principle of equality 
does even better by assuring him that he has no superiors. 
America is a land “where every man’s a king, and no 
man wears a crown.” 
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In a certain sense, to be sure, equality and freedom are 
incompatible, for equality implies parity of condition and 
therefore sameness among individuals, whereas freedom 
encourages dissimilarity and therefore disparity. A few 
perceptive Americans have recognized this contradiction, 
and that brilliant eccentric John Randolph of Roanoke 
was bold enough to exclaim: “J love liberty; I hate equal- 
ity.”° But the Americans to whom I have repeated this 
aphorism are scarcely even offended by it. They are merely 
puzzled, finding it extremely difficult to separate liberty 
from equality. For how can a man without freedom real- 
ize the promise that he may be the equal of other men? 
And if he is equal with others, does not that equality make 
him immune from being commanded by others, and is 
not such immunity the essence of freedom? Even Thomas 
Jefferson, who had a more philosophical understanding of 
liberty than most Americans, came very close to affirm- 
ing this equation when he declared it to be self-evident 
that all men, having been created equal, are for that rea- 
son entitled to liberty. 

Of course Jefferson, himself an aristocrat of discrimi- 
nating taste, also understood liberty in the sense of an 
option to be different, and he would have been as quick 
as anyone to resist the tyranny of the majority. Many an- 
other American, both in the gallery of history and among 
the plain citizens, has understood it so and defended the 
right to dissent. Perhaps no words of Ralph Waldo Emer- 
son have been more frequently quoted by his countrymen 
than the instruction “Whoso would be a man must be a 
nonconformist.” It would be a distortion and an injustice 


5. William Cabell Bruce, John Randolph of Roanoke (2 vols.; 
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to suggest that freedom of dissent has not been a matter 
of primary value to many of the best Americans in every 
generation. 

But it does remain true, I believe, that the indiscrimi- 
nate use of the word freedom has led to a good bit of 
confusion and has caused some unwary observers to as- 
sume that Americans universally subscribed to the idea 
of liberty as defined by John Stuart Mill—that is, as a 
guarantee to the individual against being subjected to 
control by his community. Mill, it will be remembered, 
insisted that “the only purpose for which power can right- 
fully be exercised over any member of a civilized com- 
munity against his will is to prevent harm to others.” 
The exercise of such power for the good of the individual 
himself is not sufficent warrant. “He cannot be rightfully 
compelled to do or forbear because it will be better for 
him to do so, because it will make him happier, because, 
in the opinion of others, to do so would be wise or even 
right.”® 

Merely to read Mill’s prescription is to realize that this 
is not the kind of liberty which has prevailed in the United 
States. Long before the doctrines of the welfare state had 
begun to press on the latitude of individualism, Americans 
had already made it clear that they would seek to repress 
by law any conduct they regarded as immoral or evil, no 
matter how private this conduct might be. Thus, begin- 
ning in 1846, state after state adopted laws prohibiting 
the manufacture or sale of alcoholic beverages. Not un- 
til the second decade of the twentieth century was the 
Federal Constitution amended to authorize legislation 


6. On Liberty; Representative Government; The Subjection of 
Women: Three Essays (World’s Classics ed.; London, 1912), p. 15. 
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making the ban a national one. Prohibition, far from be- 
ing a temporary aberration, was a movement with a long 
history in American life. 

It is probably in their laws concerning sex and mar- 
riage, however, that Americans have most obviously de- 
viated from Mill’s formula. For example, the Mormon 
practice of polygamy was outlawed because it offended 
the moral sense of the majority, and not because of any 
demonstration that harm resulted for the individuals 
who voluntarily adopted the practice. Similarly, in many 
American states adultery is a crime, no matter how dis- 
creetly it may be practiced, whereas in England it has 
not been criminally punishable for the last three hundred 
years. Fornication too is no criminal offense in England, 
but a majority of the American states have statutes pro- 
viding penalties for fornication under certain conditions. 
Many states also have laws against various sexual prac- 
tices even between married persons. The fact that they 
are seldom enforced does not affect what they reveal 
about the American concept of freedom. 

No less relevant is the large number of states that have 
laws against interracial marriage, even though they seem 
incompatible with the principles laid down by the Su- 
preme Court in the famous case of Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954). The National Association for the Ad- 
vancement of Colored People, usually zealous in attack- 
ing racially discriminatory legislation, has been conspic- 
uously slow in challenging these miscegenation laws, per- 
haps from the belief that the American public would take 
less kindly to judicial rulings that desegregate the mar- 
riage bed than to rulings that desegregate the schools. In 
any case, I venture to predict that when these laws are 
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repealed or invalidated, as they probably will be, the ma- 
jor reason given will not be that they violate freedom, 
but rather that they violate equality. 

Such public regulation of private behavior stands in 
sharp contrast to the reputation of Americans for hos- 
tility—even lawless and violent hostility—to authority of 
any sort. But the key, perhaps, is the degree to which one 
person is directly under the contro] of another. Americans 
are the most obsessive in their opposition to authority, I 
believe, when there is a relationship approximating that 
of ruler and ruled, of commander and subordinate. Power 
or wealth will be tolerated if the person possessing it takes 
care to disclaim any pretense of personal superiority. A 
man may employ servants (which is a matter of function), 
but he must not put them into livery (which is an asser- 
tion of rank). He may attend expensive schools, but he 
should not speak with too cultivated an accent. He may 
rise in the world, but he must always lovingly acknowl- 
edge his humble origins. If a politically ambitious man 
lacks humble origins, it will not be amiss for him to in- 
vent them. Since all behavior that could be construed as 
an assertion of superiority is unacceptable, the American 
people have reserved their heartiest dislike for the officer 
class in the military, for people with upstage or conde- 
scending manners, and for anyone who tries to convert 
power or influence or wealth into hierarchical ascendancy. 
In American mores, pulling one’s rank has been the un- 
forgivable sin. 

This pervasive repugnance for any sort of personal au- 
thority has lain close to the heart of the American idea of 
freedom. It has colored Americans’ distrust of power, has 
encouraged them to diffuse power when they could, and 
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has caused them to shrink from admitting its existence 
when they could not prevent it from being concentrated. 
Some of the shortcomings of United States policy in the 
period since the First World War have resulted, it might 
be argued, from the fact that Americans have been pro- 
foundly reluctant to admit that their country has arrived 
at a position of power and equally reluctant to shatter 
their illusion of innocence by accepting the implications 
and responsibilities of power. 

The basic idea of American constitutionalism, of a 
fundamental document that places limits on government 
and its officials, was an elaborate effort to depersonalize 
power and turn the tables, as it were, on the ruling class. 
The supremacy of the Constitution meant that the rulers 
would now be ruled—that authority would be disinfected 
by separating it completely from the personalities of the 
officials who administered it. The so-called separation of 
powers was an effort to diffuse authority further by erect- 
ing walls between the major departments of government. 
The Massachusetts constitution of 1780 gave classic ex- 
pression to the purpose of this device when it declared: 


In the government of this Commonwealth the legislative de- 
partment shall never exercise the executive and judicial powers, 
or either of them: The executive shall never exercise the legis- 
lative and judicial powers, or either of them: The judicial shall 
never exercise the legislative and executive powers, or either 
of them: To the end it may be a government of laws and not 
of men.” 


Over the years since 1787, the formal separation of 
powers has suffered considerable erosion as functional ne- 
7. Robert J. Taylor, ed., Massachusetts, Colony to Common- 
wealth: Documents on the Formation of Its Constitution, 1775-1780 


(Chapel Hill, N.C., 196r), p. 131. 
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cessities have asserted themselves. But the United States 
has retained the spirit of the principle in a system that 
makes it almost impossible to initiate any new policy un- 
less all the important interests within the community have 
given their consent to the change. In spite of all the talk 
about majority rule, the structure of American politics 
prevents any majority from carrying out its purposes if 
significant minorities stand in the way. 

More than a century ago, that eloquent defender of 
minority interests John C. Calhoun made an impressive 
formal argument for adoption of what he called the prin- 
ciple of the concurrent majority, including a set of two 
Presidents (one Northern and one Southern) and other 
devices to assure that the consent of all major interests 
would be necessary for government action. It is ironi- 
cal that so many historians have regarded Calhoun’s 
proposal as an antique curiosity in American political 
thought, for the United States has in fact consistently fol- 
lowed the principle of the concurrent majority.® 

The massive and unwieldy Federal government is in 
some ways more notable for its lack of power than for 
its possession of power. Under the system of unlimited 
debate in the Senate, which invites occasional use of the 
extreme practice called filibustering, it is almost impos- 
sible for any measure to be enacted if as many as a dozen 
Senators are determined to resist to the end. In the House 
of Representatives the Rules Committee has repeatedly 
blocked the enactment of bills supported both by the 
administration and by the majority party. Even when a 
measure has won approval in both houses-of Congress, 


8. For a more extended treatment of this subject, see David M. 
Potter, The South and the Concurrent Majority (Baton Rouge, La., 


1972). 
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it may run afoul of Presidential veto or invalidation by 
the Supreme Court. It would, however, require a treatise 
on government to detail all the features of the constitu- 
tional system that work to limit the power of any mere 
majority and to guarantee that coercive authority will 
seldom be used to override the wishes of any substantial 
minority in the United States. 

The historical record shows that Americans have habit- 
ually displayed a great reluctance to use force—that is, 
authority in its coercive form—against each other. In- 
stead, they have willingly accepted the instrumentalities 
that make it possible to defer the unwelcome moment of 
enforcement—for example, filibusters in Congress, cool- 
ing-off periods in labor disputes, and the labyrinthine ap- 
pellate system that can keep a case in the courts for a 
decade. In fact, I believe that the marked American reli- 
ance on endless discussion as a means of finding solutions 
for controversies reflects less a faith in the powers of ra- 
tional persuasion than an unwillingness to let anything 
reach a point where authority will have to be invoked. 

This repugnance for authority need not be illustrated 
exclusively from the realm of politics, for the same atti- 
tude runs through the entire fabric of American life. In 
the economic sphere, it is by no means clear that Ameri- 
cans have cherished the so-called free-enterprise system 
because of any real or fancied efficiency that it imparted 
to the production and distribution of goods. Rather, it 
seems likely that the competitive market was dear to them 
because it seemed to do for economic power what writ- 
ten constitutions did for political power. It depersonalized 
economic power, creating, one might say, an economy of 
(economic) laws and not of men. Competition also tend- 
ed to diffuse power, in theory at least, and thus in more 
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ways than one it had the effect of minimizing the visible 
power of the individual. 

Of course, every economic system has employers and 
employees, or their equivalents, and in these roles there 
is an almost unavoidable implication of superior and 
subordinate. But Americans have at least endeavored to 
soften and blur the relationship when they could not 
completely deny it. Thus a person who performed the 
tasks of a servant very often did so without the differ- 
entiated manners of a servant and without wearing the 
special dress of a servant. Also, the use of terms like 
“hired girl” instead of “maid” and “help” instead of “ser- 
vants” tended to underline the allegedly voluntary nature 
of the relationship. 

Even those exercising control—the employers and 
bosses themselves—have rejected the principle of naked 
authority, and this is perhaps the true measure of its re- 
pudiation. Any head of a corporation who finds it neces- 
sary to execute his policies by giving categorical orders 
is likely to regard himself as a failure, for the role the 
culture assigns him is that of leader rather than com- 
mander. He is supposed to enlist the voluntary “cooper- 
ation” of his “associates” rather than to demand “obedi- 
ence” from his “subordinates.” Similarly, a President who 
must actually resort to his constitutional power of veto 
has in a sense failed as a legislative leader, and a teacher 
or parent who punishes a child admits defeat in doing so. 
There is, to be sure, a certain amount of fiction in this 
view of things, but it is dear enough to those who hold it 
to encourage their keeping up some pretense of permis- 
siveness on one side and of consent on the other, even 
when both the permission and the consent are very grudg- 
ingly given. 
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One could go on piling up illustrations, for almost every 
aspect of American life has reflected this aversion to au- 
thority. A dominant theme in American religion, for ex- 
ample, has been the belief that the individual could com- 
municate directly with God, unaided and unimpeded by 
the intermediation of ecclesiastical authorities. Spiritually, 
superiors and subordinates do not exist, and the Bible as 
Holy Writ tends to depersonalize the relationship between 
God and man, just as a written constitution depersonal- 
izes the relationship between citizen and government, and 
just as the free market depersonalizes the relationship be- 
tween wealth and poverty. The basic idea in all cases was 
that there should be no lords—no lords spiritual, no lords 
temporal, and no lords economic. 

Even in the military establishment, last stronghold of 
the principle that command shall be unquestioned and 
obedience unquestioning, the American aversion to au- 
thority has manifested itself in many ways. One remem- 
bers, for instance, that it took a Prussian officer to instill 
discipline in the Revolutionary army, and that state mili- 
tias became a favorite target of ridicule, exemplified in 
the burlesque slogan “We'll fight till we run, and we'll 
run till we die.” Up to the time of the Civil War, at least, 
Americans remained incorrigibly civilians, whether in uni- 
form or out. This civilianism eventually gave way, to be 
sure, under the pressures of modern warfare, but the fun- 
damental hostility to “brass hats” was never dissipated. 

American attitudes toward authority are revealed per- 
haps best of all in the history of changing relationships 
within the family. Here, as we know, the European heri- 
tage, resting on Biblical tradition, was emphatically patri- 
archal, with a “master of the house” exacting obedience 
from his wife as well as their children, and with corporal 
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punishment regarded as salutary and essential for disci- 
pline. We also know that the American family today is 
generally considered to be “egalitarian” and American 
parents “‘permissive.” What needs to be emphasized, how- 
ever, is that this change began a long time ago. Both Mrs. 
Trollope and her son Anthony, for example, thought that 
children in the United States were ungoverned, unpun- 
ished, and unattractive. ‘Can it be, I wonder,”’ mused the 
latter, “that children are happier when they are made to 
obey orders and are sent to bed at six o’clock,... that an 
occasional whipping, even, will conduce to rosy cheeks: 
It is an idea which I should never dare to broach to an 
American mother.”® The representative American of that 
era, it may be worth adding, was a notoriously indulgent 
parent. When Abraham Lincoln brought his children to 
the law office he shared with William H. Herndon, it 
meant that books, legal papers, and furnishings would 
soon be in disarray, to the intense but suppressed annoy- 
ance of his partner. “I have felt many and many a time,” 
Herndon recalled, “that I wanted to wring their little 
necks, and yet out of respect for Lincoln I kept my mouth 
shut.”’*° 

In the older, traditional view, child-rearing resembled 
the breaking in of a horse, for it required above all the 
triumph of one will over another. As the nineteenth cen- 
tury wore on, however, parental authority in its coercive 
form lost much of its respectability. In popular thought 
the tyrannical father was associated increasingly with the 
immigrant family and thus with alien influence. Although 
the spanking of children in the home and in the schools 


g. Anthony Trollope, North America (New York, 1951), p. 142. 


ro. J. G. Randall, Lincoln the President: Springfield to Gettys- 
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remained common practice throughout the century, it 
came under considerable attack even before the Civil War. 
By the 1880’s The Ladies’ Home Journal had launched a 
veritable crusade against corporal punishment. This was 
not merely an aspect of the campaign to protect children 
from physical cruelty, for the worst effects were consid- 
ered to be psychological. That is, spanking crushed the 
child’s independence, and by destroying the moral rela- 
tion between parent and child, it had a brutalizing effect 
on both." Such arguments signalized the gradual repudi- 
ation of the authoritarian family, which, as long as it ex- 
isted, constituted a glaring exception to the peculiarly 
American ideal of liberty. 

An English immigrant writing home in 1818 punctu- 
ated his praise of life in America with the crisp remark, 
“We call no man master here.” One of his countrymen 
struck the same note a century later. D. H. Lawrence, a 
hostile and often mistaken critic of the United States, was 
nevertheless deeply perceptive when he said that America 
meant, above all, being “masterless.”** But a condition 
of freedom from overt authority generates its own set of 
social tensions and psychological needs that are likely 
sooner or later to require group attention and action. 
Furthermore, without masters, how does a society get 
things done? What equivalents does a noncoercive social 
order put in place of physical force? What inducements 
to compliance does it substitute for command by superior 
authority? These questions arise inevitably, for people 

11. Daniel R. Miller and Guy E. Swanson, The Changing Ameri- 
can Parent (New York, 1958), p. 13. 

12. Edith Abbott, ed., Historical Aspects of the Immigration 
Problem: Selected Documents (Chicago, 1926), p. 38. 


13. Studies in Classic American Literature (New York, 1964), 
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will not of their own accord concentrate on social objec- 
tives, and if they were to do absolutely what they please 
all the time, there could be no society at all. 

Both for the individual and for society the traditional 
American rejection of authority left a void that had to be 
filled somehow. The result, it might be argued, was not 
to abolish coercion but merely to make it more subtle and 
impersonal. 


T9 


CHAPTER TWO 


Freedom and Vulnerability 


UST AS HISTORIANS for a long time thought of his- 
J tory as essentially past politics, so they also thought 
of freedom largely in political terms. That is, freedom 
meant certain restraints on government, protecting a per- 
son against arbitrary arrest, arbitrary seizure of his prop- 
erty, suppression of his views on public affairs, and other 
such authoritarian treatment. Most of the classic writing 
on freedom from the time of the ancient Greeks to the 
present has been in the political context. This was largely 
the way John Stuart Mill conceived of it in England and 
Thomas Jefferson in the United States. The incessant 
boasting about freedom that so annoyed European visi- 
tors like Mrs. Trollope and Charles Dickens was nearly 
always associated with glorification of the American gov- 
ernment. 

Yet, as we have seen, the American notion of freedom 
transcended the political realm and in fact extended to 
every major category of human relationships, including 
those between employer and employee, clergyman and 
layman, husband and wife, parent and child, public offi- 
cial and citizen. Americans believed that, as of July 4, 
1776, all men were created equal, and that any impair- 
ment of a man’s equality was destructive of his liberty 
also. 
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The distinction between freedom as a mere political 
status and freedom as a fundamental human condition 
is a vast one. We know that political freedom can be 
created whenever a society really wants to create it. This 
requires a disposition of the majority to exercise some 
measure of self-restraint, together with certain political 
devices and arrangements limiting governmental power. 
But when we consider the nature of man, it is doubtful 
whether human freedom, in a philosophical sense, can 
be attained at all. For man is born with needs that will 
govern him and often even enslave him throughout the 
whole of his life. In order to live he must eat and drink, 
and in order to eat and drink he must comply with the 
terms on which his fellow men are willing to provide food 
and water. Down through history, these terms have often 
been onerous ones, but even when relatively mild they 
have tended to make man something less than completely 
free. 

Man is also the prisoner, in varying degrees, of certain 
physiological drives, such as sex, and of a number of 
psychological needs that are partly but not entirely so- 
cially created. One of the latter is the need of every hu- 
man being for some communication with his fellow men. 
Students of human personality are not sure why this need 
is so vital. One major factor, a physiological one, is that 
man must live through a longer period of helplessness 
than any other creature. During the years of infancy—the 
very years when his attitudes are forming—the child will 
die if someone does not take care of him more or less 
constantly. The possibility of being left alone is a direct 
and terrible threat to his survival, and the child no doubt 
senses his dependence in a thousand ways long before that 
dependence ceases. 
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But in addition it appears that man has a basic need 
for a feeling about himself that will give meaning and 
direction to his existence. This sense of identity is essen- 
tial to the development of human personality. Without 
it the mental processes could not be organized and homo 
sapiens would be something less than human. Further- 
more, no man can achieve this sense of identity by him- 
self. It is a construct developed from his relations with 
other human beings. Alone, he cannot orient himself in 
a universe of overwhelming immensity, but in his rela- 
tions with others, a realization of their awareness of him 
helps to steady and focus his awareness of himself. Indeed, 
it might be said that every person’s sense of his own iden- 
tity is derived from this awareness of other people’s per- 
ceptions of his identity. 

It is in fact a commonplace that man views complete 
isolation with horror. In the history of crime and punish- 
ment, solitary confinement has been dreaded scarcely less 
than physical torture. Sometimes, if a person has been 
imprisoned because of his devotion to a cause, he will 
be sustained by the feeling that he is not alone, even in 
isolation, because of the unseen companions, perhaps also 
suffering, who are with him in spirit. But once he be- 
comes convinced that he is truly alone he may swiftly go 
mad. This was abundantly demonstrated in certain early 
American prisons where misguided theory led to the wide- 
spread use of solitary confinement. Every story of total 
isolation, such as the adventures of Robinson Crusoe be- 
fore he found the footprint in the sand, is a veritable hor- 
ror story. The immense relief that followed the discovery 
of that footprint, even though it might be the indication 
of some lurking cannibal, is a measure of the human need 
for relatedness with other humans. And this need con- 


22 


FREEDOM AND VULNERABILITY 


stitutes a further limitation on the possibility of man’s 
achieving complete freedom as an individual. 

I have been talking, of course, about the human con- 
dition in general, but about aspects of it that have, I be- 
lieve, been accentuated in the American experience. Thus 
no other nation has had the same combination of com- 
pelling experiences with pioneering, mass immigration, 
and urbanization—all of which tended to intensify the 
fear of isolation and the feeling of dependence on the 
group. In addition, it appears that the peculiarly American 
concept of freedom, overlapping so extensively with the 
concept of equality, had a similar effect. What this means 
is that the American may have been becoming psycho- 
logically less free at the same time he was becoming in- 
stitutionally more free, that his disposition to submit to 
the group may have been increasing at the very time when 
the formal power of the group to force his submission 
was decreasing. 

But if America has in some respects carried the concept 
of individual freedom further than most societies, this 
development is part of a general European tendency that 
can be traced back at least to the era of the Renaissance 
and the Protestant Reformation. Before then, in medieval 
times, the average person was more rigidly fixed in a pre- 
determined social status than he has ever been since. As a 
peasant, for instance, he might be exploited, but his situ- 
ation was not in any operative sense a competitive one. He 
cultivated and disposed of his crops according to fixed 
rules and settled obligations. Similarly, the craftsman, as 
a guild member, was regulated in the quantity of his pro- 
duction and the prices he should charge. Scarcely anyone 
worked in a context of economic rivalry. 

In these circumstances, where a man’s role was more 
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or less the same as his identity, where his ties were pri- 
mary ties, and where there was little of the antagonism 
and separateness that accompany economic competition, 
he did not become a fully differentiated individual. His 
status defined him so completely that it virtually told him 
who he was. Accordingly, he did not tend to think of 
himself separately from the social web of his community. 
He displayed, and probably felt, little desire to discover 
or assert his “identity” in a subjective sense. He was not, 
as the psychologists would say, fully individuated. 

The child before birth is part of his mother, and after 
birth remains so intimately related to the mother that he 
does not develop a sense of separateness until well along 
in infancy. Full assertion of identity may not occur until 
after adolescence. Similarly, men in closely integrated 
communities do not make sharp distinctions between 
themselves and their kinship groups or fellow villagers. 

At some time around the fourteenth and fifteenth cen- 
turies, however, certain fundamental changes began no- 
ticeably to disturb the tight cohesiveness of medieval life. 
For one thing, there was an increase in the volume of eco- 
nomic exchange, together with a growth of towns and 
an expanding use of money as a medium of trade. In this 
more dynamic economy the regulated production of the 
guilds was replaced by a new, competitive system of pro- 
duction to meet the growing but fluctuating demands of 
the market. 

These developments tended to destroy the primary ties 
and reciprocal personal relationships between individuals. 
In towns, the relative anonymity of the single inhabitant, 
lost in a mass of other inhabitants, contrasted sharply 
with the interrelatedness of life in the villages. Men now 
very often dealt with one another as strangers, and learned 
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to be wary and distrustful in doing so. The system of 
money exchange destroyed the bond that had once ex- 
isted between the person who produced something and 
the person who acquired it. Their relationship became a 
momentary, automatic transaction, motivated by self- 
interest on both sides. The growth of unregulated pro- 
duction destroyed the old bonds among guild craftsmen 
and made them rivals, even antagonists, in a fierce struggle 
to gain and hold a favorable place in the market. The de- 
cline of status liberated men in a greater degree to follow 
new paths toward fulfillment of their potentialities as in- 
dividuals, but the decline also meant losing the reassur- 
ance of community support. 

In short, these developments tended to set men in im- 
personal and antagonistic relation to one another. They 
forced each man to realize that he stood apart from other 
men. If he was a resourceful person, this realization would 
probably foster his individuality by emancipating him 
from the network of ties with which society held him 
in his arbitrarily designated role. It would provide him 
maximum room for psychological growth and make him, 
in the fullest sense, a free man. But if he was a weak per- 
son, he would probably see such changes, not as present- 
ing him with an opportunity to be free, but rather as 
threatening him with unbearable insecurity. And there 
would be a disposition to flee from such a threat by sub- 
mitting himself to some kind of comforting authority. 

Thus the breaking down of the system of primary re- 
lationships produced a fundamental dualism, which has 
been brilliantly analyzed by Erich Fromm.’ The dilemma 
presented by this double meaning of freedom is similar 


1. Escape from Freedom (New York, 1941). 


25 


FREEDOM AND VULNERABILITY 


to the one that can be seen in the life of almost any child 
—on the one hand, the urge to grow up and break free 
of parental control; on the other, the desperate desire in 
times of stress to return to the security of an infant’s 
world in which a benevolent parent possessed the power 
to set the universe right. 

Fromm also shows how this dual impulse played itself 
out in the religious developments of the sixteenth century. 
Protestantism, in its Lutheran and Calvinistic forms, re- 
flected the emergence of man as an individual by denying 
the authority of the Church to mediate salvation, and by 
making each man responsible for seeking his own salva- 
tion. Of course this was essentially a recognition of man’s 
freedom and separateness in the realm of religion. But at 
the same time the new faiths also emphasized the unwor- 
thiness of man, the enormity of his sin, and the likeli- 
hood of his eternal damnation. Why did they picture God 
as such a wrathful Jehovah, and why did they insist on 
the need for man to prostrate himself, stripped and 
humble, at the feet of this vengeful deity? Fromm be- 
lieves that such a view of the relation between God and 
man reflected the fear and the anxiety of men burdened 
with freedom, that it reflected also their impulse to escape 
from this anxiety by an intense experience of salvation 
and to cast off the burden of freedom by submission to 
a tyrant God. 

Anyone who follows Fromm through his full presenta- 
tion will, I believe, accept his central thesis that the reali- 
zation of individuality has two aspects, one benign and 
the other threatening—the aspect of freedom and the 
aspect of isolation. To put it another way, the burden 
of isolation is the price man must pay for the blessing 
of freedom. 
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Now these things are in a sense as old as humanity. 
The expulsion of Adam and Eve from the Garden of 
Eden may be taken as an allegorical representation of 
the bitter truth that isolation and insecurity are the price 
of self-knowledge and freedom. Yet the breakdown of 
the old system of status and the emergence of the free, 
isolated individual has been a very gradual process ex- 
tending over centuries, and it has reached a kind of cli- 
max in the United States. To be sure, when Fromm wrote 
Escape from Freedom he was especially concerned with 
Nazi Germany, where the dread of the burden of free- 
dom, he believed, had produced the pathological reaction 
known as National Socialism. There the impulse toward 
freedom was obviously overridden by the impulses that 
led millions to submit themselves unquestioningly to the 
authority of Der Fuehrer. In America, although the fear 
of freedom has never yet won a decisive triumph over the 
impulse toward freedom, the fear has always been pres- 
ent, and we will understand America better if we recog- 
nize the continuing struggle between these conflicting 
impulses. 

We will also understand America better if we remem- 
ber that no other people has been so completely stripped 
of the psychological support that a system of status pro- 
vides, and that no other people has had specific historical 
experiences so likely to accentuate the sense of isolation. 
Americans, having demanded a higher degree of freedom, 
have paid a higher price for it in the degree of their psy- 
chological isolation. The American insistence on freedom 
is well known; the price that has been paid for it is less 
known and deserves some attention. 

The basic element in this tension between the quest 
for freedom and the fear of isolation is the American 
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rejection of status. Status, as we have seen, gave each 
person a fixed place in the social structure. It assigned 
each a role and thus assured to each an identity. It did 
not protect a person against being oppressed, but it did 
protect him against being lost. Although status systems 
have deteriorated and undergone modification through- 
out the Western world during the modern era, American 
society was probably the first to reject status on prin- 
ciple. Status meant a system of privilege and subservience 
that even conservative Americans were disposed to repu- 
diate, whether as a matter of conviction or as a matter of 
policy. Americans have in fact carried this rejection of 
status to a point where even the least invidious form of 
subordination is resented as imposing a stigma, and work 
regarded as menial, even though socially necessary, is sel- 
dom performed except grudgingly. 

It was ascribed status, not achieved status, that Ameri- 
cans rejected, of course. No one, they believed, should be 
forced to accept an identity and a role or position in life 
that were determined by heredity. Yet everyone must have 
some kind of identity and position, and this meant that 
Americans had to search for their identities and scramble 
for positions in the maddest competition this side of the 
caucus race in Alice in Wonderland. The American doc- 
trine of equality did not mean that men were entitled to 
equal wealth and power. It meant that they should begin 
as equals in their pursuit of those objectives. Thus Ameri- 
can society entered upon a fierce and endless struggle for 
“upward mobility,” with each individual under the con- 
stant stress of knowing that he was expected to advance 
himself as proof of his merit. 

It is often regarded as paradoxical, and even as a be- 
trayal of the principle of equality, that Americans should 
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in this way become, in Vance Packard’s term, status 
seekers. But there is really no paradox in the fact that 
people whose position is indeterminate should be more 
concerned about defining their position than those whose 
position is already fixed. And there is no necessary repu- 
diation of equality in the view that a man must justify 
the gift of equality by making full use of the opportuni- 
ties it offers him, even if by doing so he goes ahead of 
someone else. 

But this compulsion to improve one’s position—that is, 
to succeed—generates fierce pressures and acute tensions. 
For many people these tensions are literally not tolerable, 
and it is a significant fact that some of the most charac- 
teristic forms of mental illness in America are those aris- 
ing from a sense of personal inadequacy and insecurity 
inspired by a relentlessly competitive system. This is not 
merely an economic or occupational competition that ex- 
tends only through a workday. It is also a personal com- 
petition, one that includes a felt need to be attractive and 
popular. It begins when the mother teaches the infant that 
her love is not entirely unconditional but must be earned 
by a certain mode of behavior; and it extends from the 
cradle to the grave. 

Of course, the rejection of ascribed status and its con- 
sequences are just part of the explanation of psychological 
isolation in America. The increasing rapidity of social 
change and the cold impersonality of the modern techno- 
logical system are other major factors, common enough 
throughout much of the world. But in addition, as I have 
suggested, certain distinctive experiences of the American 
people have tended to accentuate the sense of personal 
isolation. 

To begin with, there was the very act of colonization. 
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Englishmen left the relative comfort and security of sev- 
enteenth-century European civilization to make the lonely, 
hazardous crossing of a treacherous ocean and settle on 
the edge of a vast and unknown wilderness. Their pitiful 
weakness, in contrast with the immensity and savagery of 
nature, together with the great distance separating them 
from their homes, must have induced feelings of estrange- 
ment too harrowing for us to imagine. In many respects 
the experience of the early colonists was recapitulated in 
the experience of nearly three centuries of frontiersmen, 
as the tide of American settlement rolled westward from 
the Atlantic to the Pacific. Pioneering was an arduous and 
often dangerous adventure in which men deliberately iso- 
lated themselves and their families from the physical and 
psychological comforts of civilization. The visual dis- 
tances of the Great Plains made them perhaps the lone- 
liest part of the American West, especially for women, as 
poignantly described in O. E. Rolvaag’s classic Giants in 
the Earth, 

The frontier taught the American pioneer to be self- 
reliant because it separated him from much of the help 
usually available from social institutions. To survive, he 
had to fend for himself—tend his own sick and bury his 
own dead. The pioneer not only knew that he must spend 
much time alone but in his backwoods rhetoric often 
made a virtue of being alone, of living free beyond the 
sound of the bark of his nearest neighbor’s dog. History 
testifies abundantly to his acceptance of physical isolation, 
but we get only occasional glimpses of the resulting psy- 
chological stresses and their effect on the frontiersman’s 
nature. 


2. See also Willa Cather, My Antonia (Boston, 1918); and Mari 
Sandoz’s portrait of her father, Old Jules (Boston, 1935). 
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Another relevant experience of major significance in 
American history was that of the immigrant, who some- 
times suffered the torment of being alone in the midst of 
society, an experience that seems somehow even more 
desolate than being alone in the wilderness. Of the more 
than thirty million people who entered the United States 
as permanent settlers between the 1840’s and the 1920’s, 
perhaps two-thirds could speak no English, and many 
were illiterate even in their native languages. Religion, 
folk customs, and social outlook also isolated them from 
the mainstream of American life. Their alternative modes 
of culture often inspired scorn or anger among native 
Americans, who in any case habitually excluded the for- 
eigner from their midst without necessarily making a con- 
scious decision to do so. Even worse, immigrants fre- 
quently found themselves rejected by their own children, 
who, having adjusted themselves to the ways of the New 
World, became ashamed of their parents’ speech, behav- 
ior, and appearance. It has been demonstrated, for in- 
stance, that many second-generation Italians concealed 
their ability to speak Italian just as they might have con- 
cealed a physical defect or the disgrace of illegitimacy. 
These were the people whom Oscar Handlin called The 
Uprooted. The great majority of them never saw the fron- 
tier; yet they knew the meaning of isolation as it was but 
rarely known in their homelands. 

Even native-born Americans of rural origin have suf- 
fered the pains of isolation when they moved into the 
city. Of course their adjustment was usually faster and 
their ordeal accordingly briefer than that of the immi- 
grant, but to be an identifiable rural alien—that is, a 
“hick”—in one of the big cities could be, for a time at 
least, a humiliating and frightening experience. It was a 
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difficult transition from a religious society to a secular 
one, from a small community rich in personal relations 
to a depersonalized milieu where one heard few friendly 
words and soon learned that those one did hear might be 
bait for a trap. Urban America has disparaged the culture 
of rural America almost as brutally as it has disparaged 
the culture of the immigrant. In the words of Andrew Sin- 
clair, “The city eats the bread of the prairie and ignores 
the source of that bread, while the prairie begins to doubt 
its own virtue because of the city’s indifference and the 
city’s success.”® 

American history has been full of isolating experiences, 
in the crowded cities as well as on the empty frontier. This 
isolation, which is in a sense part of the price paid for 
freedom, has no doubt intensified the insecurities and anx- 
ieties of those persons who have been subjected to it. The 
result often enough is a desperate urge to escape from the 
uncertainties of independence. The orthodox portrait of 
the American shows him cherishing and insisting on free- 
dom but seldom indicates the accompanying anxieties that 
beset him. The Gary Cooper type of American—robust, 
self-reliant, and buoyant—cannot be a worrier. 

It seems possible that this anxiety associated with psy- 
chological isolation has been at least partly responsible 
for certain patterns of behavior often regarded as charac- 
teristically American. For instance, an alleged obsession 
with popularity can perhaps be understood as the Ameri- 
can’s largely unconscious effort to dispel the chronic ap- 
prehension of being alone and an outsider. Then there is 
also the fact that so many Americans seem to be com- 
pulsive workers. They spend excessive amounts of time 
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at their jobs, or they hold more than one job. They make 
work even of their play, and on holiday trips they seem 
determined that every moment shall be gainfully em- 
ployed in systematic sightseeing and conscientious pho- 
tographic recording. For many an American, retirement 
proves to be traumatic. Although such attitudes are often 
attributed to the Puritan work ethic, there may be as much 
desperation as conscience in the urge to keep oneself oc- 
cupied. The busy person has less time to remember his 
loneliness. Chaining himself to his work is one path of 
escape from the sometimes unbearable consequences of 
freedom. 

It need scarcely be said that isolation, whether physical 
or psychological, may decisively affect the process of mat- 
uration; and reciprocally, it should be added, the degree 
of maturity attained may largely determine how success- 
fully a person can escape from the isolation that is born 
of freedom. One must be careful, of course, not to infer 
too much from outward appearances and casual behavior, 
but there is surely something significant in the frequency 
with which even relatively sympathetic observers have 
concluded that Americans as a people are immature. Ac- 
cording to the literary critic Leslie Fiedler, for example, 
immaturity is the key to the shortcomings of American 
fiction. “Even our best writers,” he declares, “appear un- 
able to mature.” Their themes belong to “a pre-adult 
world,” and if they live too long “they are likely simply 
to get worse, ending in intolerable parodies of their own 
best work.” The classic example is Ernest Hemingway, 
whose “characters seem never really old enough to vote, 
merely to blow up bridges,” and whose controlling values 
are “a boy’s notion of bravery and honor and devotion, 
tricked out in the child’s images of bullfighting and big- 
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game hunting and playing war.” The literature reflects 
the general “regressiveness” of American life—its “im- 
placable nostalgia for the infantile.”* Thus American men 
spend much of their leisure time in activities that essen- 
tially recapitulate their activities as boys. They do so in 
part because growing up into isolation has been too pain- 
ful. Perpetual juvenility, like compulsive industriousness 
and hunger for popularity, is a route of escape from the 
distressing consequences of freedom. 

The question is whether this urge to escape has become 
a willingness to surrender—whether the American has 
freed himself from formal authority only to enthrall him- 
self to other, perhaps more insidious tyrannies. 


4. An End to Innocence: Essays on Culture and Politics (Boston, 
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CHAPTER THREE 


Freedom and Conformity 


it iaecs UNITED STATES as a superpower in the 1940's 
and 1950’s was obviously a far different nation from 
the young republic presided over by Thomas Jefferson 
and Andrew Jackson. Industrialized, urbanized, and in 
some degree militarized, the American people, according 
to some analysts, had undergone psychological and social 
changes of such magnitude as to constitute a veritable 
transformation of the national character. The “Yankee 
City” studies of W. Lloyd Warner, for instance, seemed 
to indicate that social mobility had declined, and that 
class lines were more consciously and rigidly drawn than 
in pre-Civil War America.’ 

Meanwhile, David Riesman was discovering a similar 
historical shift in the way Americans acquired and shaped 
their fundamental values. His immensely influential book 
The Lonely Crowd distinguished between two basic char- 
acter structures—the inner-directed man of the nineteenth 


1. W. Lloyd Warner and Paul S. Lunt, The Social Life of a Mod- 
ern Community (New Haven, Conn., 1941); Warner and Lunt, The 
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the Dead: A Study of the Symbolic Life of Americans (New Haven, 


1959). 


35 


FREEDOM AND CONFORMITY 


century and the other-directed man of the twentieth cen- 
tury. The behavior of the first sprang from internalized 
values and commitments fixed relatively early in life and 
not easily changed by the pressures of circumstance and 
group opinion. He was thus perpetually stabilized, as it 
were, by an inner gyroscope. The behavior of the second 
was governed primarily by the expectations of others. His 
essential beliefs were sketchy and fluid; he adapted readily 
to competing values; and he was keenly tuned to all the 
nuances of attitude among his associates, picking up even 
faint signals with the sensitivity of a radar screen. In sim- 
plified terms, the distinction is between the rugged indi- 
vidualist of the American past and the status-hungry con- 
formist of the American present. 

In a great deal of recent fiction and popular nonfiction 
modern America is pictured as betraying its tradition by 
becoming more and more socially stratified, class-con- 
scious, and conformist. Novelists such as John P. Mar- 
quand and John O’Hara have explored with keen sensi- 
tivity the fine, almost invisible gradations of social dis- 
tinction that make the American social structure an intri- 
cate network of half-concealed discriminations. William 
H. Whyte, Jr., in The Organization Man has painstak- 
ingly examined the pressures toward conformity that are 
present in the great corporate bureaucracies of the United 
States. Vance Packard, in a succession of books with such 
titles as The Hidden Persuaders and The Status Seekers, 
has probably carried to the largest audience the message 
that America “is undergoing a significant hardening of 
the arteries of its social system.’ 


2. The Status Seekers: An Exploration of Class Behavior in 
America (New York, 1959), p. 8. 
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The disillusionment visible in so much of this recent 
social criticism may well be justified, but it seems to re- 
sult in some part from certain historical misapprehen- 
sions. Perhaps the frontier tradition and the Jeffersonian 
image of rural America have contributed most emphati- 
cally to a widespread impression that the early nation 
was much closer than the modern one to being a class- 
less society. Yet there is considerable evidence with which 
to argue that in the nineteenth century discrepancies of 
wealth were intrinsically greater, class differentiations 
more meaningful, and patterns of deference certainly 
more pronounced than they are today. A classless soci- 
ety was never a part of the American experience, and 
furthermore, it was never cherished as an ideal. On the 
contrary, social stratification is absolutely essential to the 
American dream of rising from rags to riches, from log 
cabin to the White House. Not status itself but change 
of status is the heart of the matter. Getting ahead, more 
pedantically called upward social mobility, requires a fair 
start and the assurance that no level of the social pyramid 
is sealed off to privilege. Success, viewed as an ascent, 
would be as impossible in a classless society as in a rig- 
idly stratified one. 

If American concern with status is by no means a re- 
cent development, the same can be said of American ten- 
dencies toward conformism. Riesman, perhaps as a mat- 
ter of deliberate emphasis, overstates the extent to which 
the national character has changed since the middle of 
the nineteenth century. Carl N. Degler seems closer to 
the mark when he suggests that Riesman’s other-directed 
man sounds very much like Tocqueville’s Jacksonian 
democrat, and that other-directedness has been “the dom- 
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inant element in our national character through most of 
our history.’* 

It is indeed Tocqueville, writing about the United States 
in the 1830’s, who provides the classic description of the 
American as conformist. “It seems at first sight,’’ he wrote, 
“as if all the minds of the Americans were formed upon 
one model, so accurately do they follow the same route.” 
The reason was the power of the majority in the United 
States, which, Tocqueville declared, surpassed all the 
powers with which Europeans were acquainted. 


The authority of a king is physical and controls the actions of 
men without subduing their will. But the majority possesses a 
power that is physical and moral at the same time, which acts 
upon the will as much as upon the actions and represses not 
only all contest, but all controversy.* 


Tocqueville, if he did not actually coin the phrase 
“tyranny of the majority,” was apparently the first per- 
son to apply it to the United States and certainly far from 
the last. Lord Bryce, writing a half-century later, con- 
cluded that the term was no longer appropriate but dis- 
covered a related phenomenon which he called “‘the fatal- 
ism of the multitude.” By this he meant the tendency of 
minorities to submit, not because of coercion by the ma- 
jority, but rather because of their own democratic con- 
viction that the majority must be right. Thus, “out of the 
mingled feelings that the multitude will prevail and that 
the multitude, because it will prevail, must be right, there 
grows a self-distrust, a despondency, a disposition to fall 
into line, to acquiesce in the dominant opinion, to submit 


3. “The Sociologist as Historian: Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd,” 
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thought as well as action to the encompassing power of 
numberts.””* 

Bryce obviously thought that he was disagreeing with 
and correcting Tocqueville. To him, “tyranny of the ma- 
jority” meant the active coercion of minorities by the ma- 
jority, and this he found to be relatively rare in the United 
States of the 1880’s. But it seems clear that in this instance 
he misunderstood Tocqueville, who actually used the 
phrase to mean something very close to Bryce’s “fatalism 
of the multitude.” Both men were talking about confor- 
mity in the absence of coercion, about submission to the 
overwhelming psychological force that the majority in a 
democracy exerts by reason of its very existence. 

“Conformity” in a nation that cherishes individualism 
is bound to be a pejorative word. The modern American 
as conformist, submitting not only to mass opinion and 
taste but also to the routinizing influence of machine 
technology, has become one of the most familiar stereo- 
types of social criticism. It is often crude caricature, as 
Max Lerner has said, but “with a core of frightening va- 
lidity in it.” The theme is people mechanized by their ma- 
terial culture: 


They spend the days of their years with monotonous regularity 
in factory, office, and shop, performing routinized operations 
at regular intervals. They take time out for standardized “cof- 
fee breaks” and later a quick standardized lunch, come home 
at night to eat processed or canned food, and read syndicated 
columns and comic strips. Dressed in standardized clothes they 
attend standardized club meetings, church services and socials. 
They have standardized fun at standardized big-city conven- 
tions. They are drafted into standardized armies, and if they 
escape the death of mechanized warfare they die of highly uni- 
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form diseases, and to the accompaniment of routine platitudes 
they are buried in standardized graves and celebrated by stan- 
dardized obituary notices.® 


The trouble with most stereotypes is not so much what 
goes into them as what is left out. A conformism that 
tends to create a spiritual wasteland no doubt deserves 
all the disdain heaped on it, but such conformism, like 
many other vices, is in certain respects a virtue carried to 
excess. It need hardly be said that a certain amount of 
conformity is essential to the functioning of any social 
order, but there are some special reasons for emphasizing 
this fact in respect to the United States. 

The making of American nationality did not follow the 
familiar historical pattern in which smaller political units 
and ethnic groups are more or less forcibly consolidated. 
Instead, it resulted from a voluntary drawing together 
that necessarily included some willingness to conform. 
Today one has difficulty realizing the many dissimilari- 
ties among the American colonies and how much distrust 
there was, even between neighbors like Massachusetts and 
Rhode Island, let alone between the thrifty, pious, hard- 
working folk of New England and the expansive, plea- 
sure-loving plantation lords of the South. 

But in the ordeal of the Revolution, the thirteen colo- 
nies learned the hard and paradoxical lesson that some 
sacrifice of individuality was one of the prices of indepen- 
dence. The lesson, moreover, did not cease to be relevant 
after the victory at Yorktown; for the process of nation- 
building had barely begun. The tribulations of the post- 
war years were in part testimony to the disadvantages of 
excessive nonconformity. It has often been noted that de- 
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spite the intense opposition in some states to ratification 
of the Constitution, there was no challenge to the legiti- 
macy of the government created by the document. The 
Antifederalists acquiesced in a decision that had gone 
against them. 

We think of majority rule as the central principle of 
democratic self-government, with guarantees of certain 
individual rights as the primary and indispensable limi- 
tation on that principle. Yet the truly critical element in 
the democratic process—the one most often weak or ab- 
sent in democracies that fail—is the readiness of the mi- 
nority to conform to the will of the majority. Such con- 
formity requires a degree of self-control and public-spirit- 
edness that makes it a severe test of personal and national 
character. A particularly crucial moment comes when the 
majority, finding itself converted by the electorate into a 
minority, must give up ruling for acquiescing. This oc- 
curred most notably in 1801, when Federalist acceptance 
of Thomas Jefferson’s victory over the incumbent Presi- 
dent, John Adams, marked the first democratic transfer 
of power in American history. Sixty years later, however, 
Southern refusal to acquiesce in such a transfer led to civil 
war and six hundred thousand war deaths. 

If the habit of conforming was thus to some extent a 
functional necessity in the American political system, con- 
formity likewise played its part in the cultural and insti- 
tutional aspects of nation-building. Here, indeed, progress 
toward independence seems often to have been insepa- 
rable from increases in conformity. For instance, Noah 
Webster’s dictionary and blue-backed speller were ex- 
pressions of a cultural nationalism aspiring to establish 
an American language distinctive from that of England. 
But their effect also was to standardize American usage, 
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and properly so; for a truly “American” language had to 
be internally uniform as well as externally distinctive. 

Similarly, when Frederick Jackson Turner and his dis- 
ciples spoke of the “Americanizing” influence of the fron- 
tier on institutions and character, they had in mind pri- 
marily the achievement of differentiation from Europe, 
but there was also the necessary implication that the fron- 
tier had made Americans more like each other. Every 
allegedly American social invention—such as judicial re- 
view, the political party convention, and the manufactur- 
ing principle of interchangeable parts—became a national 
and therefore a truly “American” phenomenon through 
a process of imitation and conformity that often extended 
over many decades. The process is especially important 
in a voluntaristic society with a decentralized political sys- 
tem, and one accordingly finds the pattern repeated end- 
lessly in American history: an innovation, invented or 
borrowed, catches favor and is imitated enough to be- 
come the norm; then the pressure for conformity gradu- 
ally makes it more or less universal. Such was the case, 
for example, with the abolition of imprisonment for debt, 
which began in Kentucky in 1821 and required forty- 
seven years to prevail in every state. 

But if, in the early years, becoming a nation meant be- 
coming something less of a Pennsylvanian or Virginian, 
with increasing emphasis as the nineteenth century ad- 
vanced, it also meant becoming something less of an Irish- 
man, German, or Scandinavian. The whole epic of the 
so-called Americanization of the immigrant is a playing 
out of the theme of conformity in its most revealing mani- 
festation. Mass immigration, beginning before the Civil 
War and reaching its peak at the beginning of the twen- 
tieth century, converted New York, Chicago, and many 


42 


FREEDOM AND CONFORMITY 


other cities into ethnic federations of astonishing variety. 
The members of each national group tended to cluster in 
one district, where they maintained their own churches, 
published their own newspapers in their own language, 
shopped at their own markets for their own kinds of food, 
and comforted one another in their poverty and home- 
sickness as strangers in a strange land. 

Public authority did little to discourage the survival of 
these islands of alien culture. The principal exception, not 
prevalent until late in the nineteenth century, was state 
legislation compelling children to attend English-speaking 
public schools, but to immigrant parents ambitious in 
their children’s behalf such compulsion seemed more of 
a blessing than a hardship. Otherwise government left 
their religion undisturbed, their newspapers uncensored, 
and their customs unsuppressed. It is true that immigrants 
often felt the hostility of native Americans, but whatever 
humiliation and injury they may have suffered in this way 
served only to strengthen further their ethnic solidarity. 

Yet despite the strong social and psychological forces 
holding them together, these enclaves lost much of their 
distinctiveness by the third generation, and the solvent 
was conformity. The immigrants had come to America 
to share in the bounty of American life, and they found 
it possible to do so fully only if they accepted American 
ways. Assimilation may be the wrong word to designate 
what happened, for it suggests the obliteration of Old 
World values and traits that were often merely adapted 
or concealed, and it also seems to imply incorrectly that 
the immigrant’s role in the process was largely a passive 
one. To a considerable extent, in fact, immigrants deliber- 
ately chose cultural accommodation as the main path to 
self-improvement. 
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First-generation immigrants were often too inflexible 
to travel very far along that path. A great proportion of 
them lived out their lives in a special kind of loneliness, 
caught between two cultures, neither of which was en- 
tirely real to them. With their children it was usually 
different. They embraced Americanization willingly and 
sometimes passionately, but a number of social scientists 
think they paid a high psychic price in the guilty aware- 
ness, however dim, that they had rejected their parents 
and their heritage. Not until the third generation did both 
parents and children accept the breaking from tradition 
as an American tradition itself. In this sense, as Margaret 
Mead has said, most Americans today are third-genera- 
tion Americans.” 

Still, only the immigrant himself was a transitional fig- 
ure in the sense of having actually lived in two cultures, 
and his desire to find an American identity may have been 
all the stronger because of the restraints placed on him 
by memory, deep-seated habit, and a stubborn accent. 
There were so many things, big and little, to be changed 
if he wanted to be recognized by Americans as an Ameri- 
can—the pace of his step, the rhythm of his sentences, the 
angle of his hat, the idiom of his profanity, and the modes 
in which he expressed pleasure, love, and grief. Some- 
times, of course, he became overzealous in his imitation, 
but such is likely to be the case with proselytes. Those 
born into an order know which articles of faith are cru- 
cial and which are not, but to the newly initiated member 
every article may seem equally imperative. It is difficult 
to distinguish the mortal sins from the venial ones. 

The experience of the immigrants lends substance to 
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Tocqueviile’s thesis that in America the mass of the people 
imposed their will on the individual without open coer- 
cion but by a kind of irresistible gravitational force: 


When the inhabitant of a democratic country compares himself 
individually with all those about him, he feels with pride that 
he is the equal of any one of them; but when he comes to 
survey the totality of his fellows, and to place himself in con- 
trast with so huge a body, he is instantly overwhelmed by the 
sense of his own insignificance and weakness. The same equal- 
ity that renders him independent of each of his fellow citizens, 
taken severally, exposes him alone and unprotected to the in- 
fluence of the greater number. The public, therefore, among a 
democratic people has a singular power, which aristocratic na- 
tions cannot conceive; for it does not persuade others to its be- 
liefs, but it imposes them and makes them permeate the think- 
ing of everyone by a sort of enormous pressure of the mind of 
all upon the individual intelligence.® 


The immigrants, to be sure, were far from surrendering 
themselves unconditionally to the pressures of American- 
ization, and Tocqueville surely overstated the extent to 
which mass opinion crushed independent thought in the 
age of Jackson, or at any other time. Perhaps the best 
response to his unflattering analysis, however, is to put 
conformity in proper perspective. The demeaning conno- 
tations of the word tend to obscure the fact that con- 
formity is the necessary corollary of differentiation in the 
development of group identities. Thus the word Ameri- 
can, as I have already suggested, has two fundamental 
implications. Facing out, it means that the people of the 
United States are significantly different from the rest of 
the world’s population. Facing in, it means that they are 
substantially like one another. Similarly at the subna- 
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tional level, when we speak of a teenage culture, we are 
referring to a phenomenon that combines an often star- 
tling distinctiveness with an almost frightening imitative- 
ness. And the fierce conformity of the professional non- 
conformists of our own day—the “beatniks,” for instance 
—is one of the livelier paradoxes of the age. 

The point that seems obvious but has nevertheless been 
too often overlooked is that American conformity, far 
from being something extraneous to American freedom, 
developed integrally along with freedom in a social con- 
text of authority rejected and fixed status overthrown. 
According to Tocqueville’s perceptive explication, free- 
dom in America meant primarily the opportunity to im- 
prove one’s position in life, but the opportunity, to be 
real, had to be equal for all. Such equality of opportunity 
could be realized, in turn, only if fixed status were dis- 
mantled. But in the presence of true equality no individual 
dared pit his own beliefs and tastes against those of the 
mass consensus, and therefore Americans were essentially 
conformists. In short, freedom meant equality of oppor- 
tunity, which meant a society without fixed status, which 
meant that there were not persons sufficiently elite to defy 
authority, which meant that the individual would comply 
with the expectations of the majority. One began with 
freedom and ended with conformity. 

Original and perceptive though it may have been, 
Tocqueville’s formulation was essentially theoretical. 
Noting a strong emphasis on freedom in American ex- 
pression, while perceiving also, perhaps inaccurately, a 
preponderant conformity in American behavior, he con- 
structed a brilliant explanation linking the two phenom- 
ena. The means of systematic verification were of course 
unavailable in Tocqueville’s time and are probably inad- 
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equate even today. Yet one does find some reinforcement 
of his thesis in the work of certain modern social scien- 
tists. For example, the social psychologist Muzafer Sherif 
has reported the results of an experiment in which a num- 
ber of boys at a summer camp were formed into two 
competitive groups and left to work out their own social 
rankings and systems of control. One of the behavior pat- 
terns observed was the tendency of low-status members 
to be especially earnest in conforming to the norms of 
their group, presumably hoping to win recognition in this 
way.° A high-status member of such a group may like- 
wise be strongly motivated toward conformity, for his 
popularity perhaps depends on it. But it appears that the 
person of high status may feel freer to depart from group 
norms if some exterior stimulus should make him wish 
to do so. Thus a Yale psychologist offers the hypothesis, 
admittedly difficult to test, that “the more highly a per- 
son is valued by the other members the more tolerance 
will be shown his deviations from the group norms and 
therefore the greater freedom he will feel in accepting 
communications contrary to them. In other words, the 
higher the person’s social rank in the group, the less will 
be his anxiety concerning nonconformity.”*° One study 
of a group of industrial laborers, for instance, revealed 
that production norms imposed rigorously on newcomers 
were relaxed in the case of well-established workers, 
whose infractions, by contrast, went largely unpunished. 
Here “the degree of conformity required of a member 
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appeared to be inversely related to the extent to which 
he was accepted by the others.”* 

These and other plodding experiments in tracks left by 
Tocqueville’s intuition more than a century ago are far 
from conclusive, but they do tend to reinforce the impres- 
sion that a man who is unsure of his social status will be 
more likely to do what others are doing, to believe what 
others tell him to believe, and even to anticipate what the 
group expects of him without being told at all. 

It appears, then, as an ironical example of the law of 
compensation that persons relatively free of status may be 
less free in their ideas than those whose status is relatively 
fixed; and it also appears that persons who cannot be 
commanded may be more amenable to persuasion than 
those who would respond to command. But every society, 
to survive, must somehow coordinate the work of its 
members. Where authority and coercion have been dis- 
placed there must be control without command through 
persuasion of an often subtle and indirect kind. As Erich 
Fromm has written, members of such a society “have to 
desire what objectively is necessary for them to do. Outer 
force is to be replaced by inner compulsion and by the 
particular kind of human energy which is channeled into 
character traits.”** Thus social control in a voluntaristic 
society is less a matter of regulating behavior than of 
shaping attitudes and character, and that is a far more 
complex enterprise, requiring a more profound under- 
standing of human nature. 


tx. Ibid., p. 151. 

12. “Individual and Social Origins of Neurosis,” in Clyde Kluck- 
hohn and Henry A. Murray, eds., Personality in Nature, Society, 
and Culture (New York, 1949), p. 409. 


48 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Noncoercive Control 


O”™ way of defining the American political experi- 

ment inaugurated in 1776 would be to say it rested 
on the assumption that a free society was one in which 
men applied a minimum of force to each other. Americans 
on the eve of the Revolution were especially concerned 
about various instrumentalities of force—such as arbi- 
trary arrest, trial without jury under admiralty law, the 
presence of a standing army, and of course the imposition 
of taxes without public consent. In erecting their own 
new structures of government, they accordingly took 
great pains to limit the coercive power of officials and 
set up constitutional bulwarks against arbitrary force, 
believing that to cage such force was to make freedom 
secure. 

This was a noble dream and at the same time a realis- 
tic judgment on human history, with its endless record 
of forcible exploitation and oppression. Still, it reflected 
a somewhat naive conception of the nature of power and 
freedom, placing too much emphasis on social control as 
exclusively a matter of applying naked force. It is impor- 
tant to distinguish between force and power, as many 
political thinkers of modern times have endeavored to do. 
Force or coercion is one technique for achieving a pur- 
pose. Power is not a technique but rather the capacity to 
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achieve a purpose. It may be defined, says Bertrand Rus- 
sell, as the “ability to cause people to act as we wish when 
they would have acted otherwise but for the effects of our 
desires.” Similarly, R. H. Tawney defines power as “the 
capacity of an individual or group of individuals to mod- 
ify the conduct of other individuals or groups.’’ Now, 
such modification of behavior may be achieved by direct 
physical coercion or by the threat of coercion. One could 
point to chattel slavery and the hickory-stick mode of 
child-rearing as examples out of the American past. 
Nevertheless, coercion is far from typical. “It cannot be 
concluded ...as many have,” says Charles E. Merriam, 
“that the essence of the power situation is force in the 
sense of violence.’’* 

The alternatives to coercion that are operative in any 
society constitute significant reflections of its fundamen- 
tal character, and of course they are subject to the shift- 
ing influences of historical change. “The foundations of 
power,” Tawney declares, “vary from age to age, with the 
interests which move men, and the aspects of life to which 
they attach a preponderant importance. It has had its 
source in religion, in military prowess and prestige, in the 
strength of professional organization, in the exclusive con- 
trol of certain forms of knowledge and skill, such as those 
of the magician, the medicine man, and the lawyer.””* Cer- 
tainly throughout most of American history the applica- 
tion of physical force has been less significant than other 
means of social control, such as the exclusive possession 
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of a charter or patent or strategic piece of ground that 
serves the needs of a considerable number of people. 
Power, in other words, often consists simply in the ability 
to withhold something that is generally needed, and this 
means in turn that only a fraction of the control exercised 
over the daily lives of individuals is public control through 
law. The historian and sociologist Harry Elmer Barnes 
once estimated that fraction as less than one-tenth.° 

If power and control are something more than the ap- 
plication of force, then freedom must consist of something 
more than immunity from the application of force. And if 
that is true, then the concept of freedom embraced by the 
Founding Fathers was too limited. A broader definition 
would take into account the limitations of freedom 
achieved by the exploitation of needs. In such terms, the 
principal diagnostic feature of freedom might well be a 
condition in which needs are either reduced to a mini- 
mum or somehow rendered unexploitable. To construe 
freedom in this way is to recommend a fundamental re- 
working of the whole history of freedom in America— 
a history usually written as a record of the restraints 
placed on coercive power. 

Americans have in fact been too ready to believe that 
the “blessings of liberty” are political blessings. They have 
even supposed that they could spread freedom around 
the globe by encouraging democratic elections, represen- 
tative legislatures, guarantees of civil rights, and the other 
familiar features of their own political system. Yet perhaps 
the most important functional condition of American free- 
dom was the escape the North American continent pro- 
vided from the land monopolies of the Old World. To 
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say this is to put the problem of freedom in a context of 
needs rather than of laws. Men needed to eat, and be- 
fore the Industrial Revolution this meant that they needed 
land upon which to grow food. In the Old World, where 
land was scarce in proportion to the population, landlords 
exercised so much power over their tenants that the latter 
could not be regarded as truly free men. But in America 
the great abundance of land frustrated repeated efforts to 
set up systems of social control based on the old Euro- 
pean scarcity of land. As a consequence the American 
people became, to a considerable degree, a nation of 
landowners, and perhaps in this sense they had good rea- 
son to boast of being “the freest people on earth.” 

But if Americans were ever willing to be satisfied with 
bread from their own grain and meat from their own ani- 
mals—which is exceedingly doubtful—they did not re- 
main satisfied for long. They might enshrine agrarian 
man, the subsistence farmer, as the symbol of rustic re- 
publican virtues, but for themselves they wanted cash in- 
come, which they could get only by going to market. 
Here, then, was a new complex of needs—for transporta- 
tion, seasonal and long-term credit, adequate markets, 
and more sophisticated agricultural equipment. These 
needs gave power to the railroad company, the banker, 
the grain merchant, and the manufacturer of farm ma- 
chinery, and in proportion as these needs tightened upon 
them, farmers began to feel progressively less free. The 
great Populist movement of the late nineteenth century 
was fundamentally an expression of the awareness of 
grain farmers in the West and cotton farmers in the South 
that they were losing their freedom. 

Furthermore, as the complex industrial economy of the 
modern age developed, an increasing number of men felt 
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the pressure of another imperative need—the need for 
employment. Factory production replaced much of the 
old craft production, and access to factory machinery, as 
Karl Marx so clearly perceived, became vital to the live- 
lihood of the worker. The wage earner lost much of his 
freedom vis-a-vis the industrial proprietor, and many so- 
cial critics expected him to end by losing it all. But the 
degree of his dependence varied with the extent to which 
alternative employment was available. Without any alter- 
native opportunity, the worker could be forced to labor 
for a bare subsistence, and he became in a real sense a 
man without freedom, a wage slave. If other employment 
were available, the worker could in a sense negotiate for 
the sale of his labor. Of course he still had a vital need 
for a wage, but no one person could exploit his need, and 
to that extent he was free. It appears that in the United 
States, as compared with other industrializing nations of 
the nineteenth century, alternative employment opportu- 
nities were somewhat more available; for the ratio of 
natural resources to population was high, and the geo- 
graphic expansion of the nation continually created new 
centers of industrial activity. 

If it is valid thus to measure freedom partly in terms 
of the extent to which the things men need are controlled 
by others, and if the emphasis is placed primarily on the 
physical need for food, clothing, shelter, and the money 
with which to buy them, then it might appear that Ameri- 
cans, as they moved into the twentieth century, were be- 
coming less free. After the Civil War a much higher per- 
centage of them had become employees, dependent on 
others for a livelihood. The prevalence of sweated labor 
conditions, the relative weakness of organized labor, and 
the special vulnerability of the new masses of immigrants 
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all contributed to a general decline in available alterna- 
tives for a large part of the population. A change got un- 
der way in the 1930’s, however. Organized labor grew 
stronger; racial exclusion and other barriers to oppor- 
tunity began to crumble; technology opened great new 
ranges of employment; and the resulting increase in mo- 
bility seemed to signify a trend toward increased freedom 
once more. 

Yet such an interpretation of recent tendencies in the 
history of freedom probably depends too narrowly on 
consideration of the power relationship between employer 
and employee. There was a time, to be sure, when in- 
creases in production appeared to be the sole end of eco- 
nomic activity, and when exploitation of labor was a 
primary means of securing those increases. But in mod- 
ern American society the role of the individual as a con- 
sumer is no less important than his role as a producer, 
and the devices with which the consumer may be con- 
trolled are of an entirely different order from the power 
linkage between worker and employer. 

To this one must add the obvious fact that many of 
the needs by which man may be controlled are noneco- 
nomic. In the United States especially, as we have seen, 
escape from the coziness of a status-bound society has 
produced a need for psychic equivalents of status to coun- 
teract the loneliness and uncertainty of excessively indi- 
vidualized freedom. The yearning to know where one 
stands has expressed itself in a variety of ways, such as 
Ahab’s compulsion to hunt down the White Whale and 
Thomas Wolfe’s Faustian longing to range through the 
entire universe of human knowledge and experience. But 
perhaps the most characteristic mode of self-definition in 
America has been the quest for “success.” The hunger for 
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success may be seen as an effort to fill the psychological 
void left by the rejection of status. Since status is a posi- 
tion assigned by others, success, as the surrogate for sta- 
tus, had to be defined in terms universally recognizable. 
The one common denominator of achievement that every- 
one could understand was money; and so money, the 
modern means by which physical needs are satisfied, be- 
came also the symbol of success, fulfilling an urgent psy- 
chic need. Americans, as a consequence, acquired a repu- 
tation for materialism not entirely deserved. 

Yet the acquisition of wealth was the mere threshold of 
success, American style, which depended also on the de- 
gree of respect with which a person was viewed in his 
social milieu. To some extent this respect could be bought 
with money, but it did not come automatically with the 
possession of money. There was the further need to win 
the approval of society as the ultimate mark of success. 
Now this compulsion to succeed did not limit the free- 
dom of the nineteenth-century American in the sense of 
making him subject to the power of any one person. Men 
were then on the whole more exploitable in their need for 
a living wage than in their psychic needs; for the power 
relationship between employer and employee was rela- 
tively direct and simple, while the struggle for self-reali- 
zation and success was a disorderly affair, subject to little 
control except that of the marketplace and public opinion. 
But in the modern American context of automated pro- 
duction and material abundance, a person’s role as a con- 
sumer is less predictable and therefore more critical than 
his role as a producer. From year to year American taste 
in automobile-buying has a greater effect on the national 
economy than the periodic strikes in the automobile in- 
dustry. At the level of physical needs, therefore, the prin- 
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cipal effort at control is directed toward influencing what 
people buy and, indeed, sometimes inducing them to buy 
more than they should. 

Such control over people as consumers is much differ- 
ent, of course, from the old controls over people as pro- 
ducers. It means arranging somehow that a person shall 
want and choose to do what one wants him to do, rather 
than ordering or compelling the action desired of him. It 
therefore depends almost entirely on persuasion or some- 
thing resembling persuasion. It involves the exercise of 
power without coercion, directed at a man’s total per- 
sonality and reaching him through his psychic as well as 
his physical needs. It in fact requires a calculated and 
often subtle effort to induce the kind of willing confor- 
mity that in Tocqueville’s time seemed to result primarily 
from the involuntary force of mass opinion. 

Control exercised by means of persuasive and manipu- 
lative attention to another person’s physical and psychic 
needs may require a degree of indirection that seems to 
border on deception. But it does not necessarily consti- 
tute exploitation, which is the use of power for the bene- 
fit of the user and to the detriment of the person over 
whom the power is exerted. Within the institutions of the 
family and public education, for instance, modern Ameri- 
cans have replaced much of the older kind of discipline 
with a more delicate, manipulative mode of control. A 
good deal of what has been labeled permissiveness is really 
an effort at gentler and subtler control, one that has 
brought children at last within the purview of the long- 
standing American repugnance for naked authority. 
Whatever disagreement there may be about the effect of 
such methods on the building of character, they can 
scarcely be considered exploitative in purpose or effect. 
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It is a different matter, however, when one studies the 
institution that most faithfully reflects the revolutionary 
emergence of a consumer society. I refer to the institu- 
tion of modern advertising. 

The transformation from a nation preoccupied with 
modes of production to a nation whose social character 
is embodied primarily in its modes of consumption was 
bound to mean an increase in the power of the advertis- 
ing complex. Indeed, it is difficult here to separate cause 
from effect, for advertising obviously helped produce that 
transformation. But the modern significance of advertis- 
ing goes far beyond its great influence on the buying 
habits of a consumer society. The crucial consideration 
is the extent to which the ends and means of advertising 
have come to dominate mass communication generally 
in the United States. 

Even those older media of mass communication, news- 
papers and magazines, have become increasingly depen- 
dent on advertising for their existence. Readers still pay 
part of the total cost of publication, but a relatively small 
part, and circulation figures are primarily important for 
the advertising they will attract. Thus a newspaper’s so- 
cial function is to provide the public with information, 
but its survival function is to sell advertising. 

It was with the emergence of radio and television, how- 
ever, that the advertising industry entered fully into its 
modern role as one of the principal agencies of social 
control. For one thing, with the exception of a few sub- 
scription stations, these new media are totally financed 
from the sale of advertising, and there is far more sponsor 
control of programming than there ever was dictation of 
newspaper policy by advertising patrons. 

Even more important is the nature of the new media 
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and the way in which they affect their mass audience. 
The sound of human speech and the sight of human ex- 
pression carry an impact difficult to equal using just the 
printed word. The emotional power of radio was demon- 
strated by Adolf Hitler, Winston Churchill, and Franklin 
Roosevelt in the dramatic setting of the Second World 
War. The emotional power of television is even greater, 
though it has yet to be measured with any degree of com- 
prehensiveness and accuracy. Meanwhile, it seems clear 
enough that these new media are less rational instru- 
ments of communication than the older ones. Further- 
more, we have brought radio and television into the inti- 
mate places of our lives—to our living rooms, bedrooms, 
and nurseries—giving the voices of strangers an access to 
our privacy that we would never think of giving to a sales- 
man in person. What all this reduces to is that most of 
the communications received by the American people out- 
side of their schools are not paid for by themselves or 
their government, but rather are financed and controlled 
by parties who have ulterior motives in sending them. It 
seems likely that this condition, prevailing over a sub- 
stantial period of time, would of itself have a significant 
effect on the American character. 

, The egregious features of American advertising have 
been catalogued and anathematized often enough, some- 
times at a level of sensationalism that few advertisers 
themselves ever attain. It scarcely needs to be said that 
advertising is in no small degree a modern necessity, and 
that some of it is eminently informative and responsible. 
That it too often tends to degrade standards of taste and 
even standards of morality may well be true, but my in- 
terest here is principally in advertising as an agency of 
social control affecting the quality of American freedom. 
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Advertising is exploitative to the extent that it induces 
people to act against their own best interests. Since ra- 
tional argument cannot ordinarily persuade one so to act, 
the appeal must be an irrational one; and since men are 
likely to reject irrational appeals if they recognize them 
as such, the irrationality, to succeed, must be camou- 
flaged. 

Television in the United States has proved to be a highly 
effective medium for indirect and covert appeals to the 
irrational side of man’s nature. In the first place, the 
viewer tunes in to watch the program and absorbs the 
accompanying advertiser’s message without giving it 
much deliberate attention. The exploitation begins with 
the programming, for though the ultimate purpose of 
commercial television is to sell goods and services, the 
preliminary and equally essential purpose is to maximize 
the number of viewers. Network competition for the 
prime-time audience has become a cutthroat affair in 
which aesthetic quality occasionally triumphs but more 
often yields, not to the average taste of the multitude, but 
to the lowest taste of the multitude. 

The despotic rule of ratings in American television pro- 
gramming would no doubt be recognizable to Tocque- 
ville as a new manifestation of his “tyranny of the ma- 
jority,’ but in this case it is a manipulated majority. 
Among the various means of seizing and holding the 
attention of millions of viewers week after week, one 
might mention the high frequency of scenes depicting 
physical violence, which, unlike erotic themes, appear to 
be largely immune from the censor’s pencil, and the popu- 
larity of the open-ended series, which sooner or later be- 
comes a cliché but has the commercial advantage of being 
habit-forming. Within the limits set for them, television 
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artists usually do their professional best to entertain and 
sometimes to uplift the television audience, but the mea- 
sure of their success is the total number of people they 
can tempt into watching the commercials, and in that 
sense they, as well as the advertisers, are engaged in ex- 
ploitation. 

The exploitative nature of the advertising itself, though 
frequently noted, is perhaps generally regarded as the 
price that must be paid for an immense amount of inex- 
pensive entertainment. Commercials, as a matter of com- 
mon practice, stimulate the purchase of things the viewer 
may not physically need by exploiting his or her psychic 
needs and fears—such as the need to feel successful or 
masculine or beautiful, such as the fear of ill health or of 
growing old or of having bad breath. Thus the sponsor’s 
product is often sold by peddling dreams and remedies 
for nightmares. The transactions are not very different 
from those of the primitive medicine man who had spe- 
cial knowledge both of the anger of the gods and of how 
to propitiate them. Psychological manipulation is nothing 
new, but television has given it tremendous amplification 
and unprecedented mass effect. 

Modern advertising, as I have said elsewhere, wields 
an immense social influence, comparable to the influence 
of religion and education. Yet it has no social goals and 
no social responsibility for what it does with its influence, 
so long as it refrains from palpable violations of truth and 
decency.® The power of advertising, as we have seen, ex- 
tends beyond the control exercised over patterns of con- 
sumption to the financial domination of all the major 
media of mass communication. But beyond even that, one 
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must take into account the extent to which the techniques 
of advertising have been adopted in other social realms, 
such as education, religion, and politics. The careful 
“packaging” of political candidates for the purpose of 
synthesizing a “public image” is a more serious matter 
than the television commercial designed to exploit unful- 
filled desires, for it is one thing to persuade a man to buy 
the wrong automobile and something else again to per- 
suade him to vote for the wrong Presidential candidate. 

Television seems to be the best example and aptest 
symbol of all the manipulative forces brought to bear 
daily on the consciousness and subconsciousness of the 
modern American in his voluntaristic society. He is, after 
all, perfectly free to turn that knob or dial and yet has 
in a way been programmed not to do so. This does not 
mean that his sense of being free is an utter illusion, and 
that he has been victimized by a gigantic conspiracy to 
brainwash him. It does appear, however, that the modern 
American, still thinking of freedom in the old-fashioned 
way as independence from coercive authority, may very 
well overestimate the extent to which he is free. In fact, 
compared with the Negro slave and exploited factory 
worker of the nineteenth century, he probably has a rela- 
tively unclear idea of how his freedom is limited. Perhaps 
what all this means is that freedom for the modern Amer- 
ican depends less than ever before on resistance to the 
controls exerted by others and more than ever on his own 
willpower and self-control. Eternal vigilance remains the 
price of liberty, but the first person to watch is oneself. 
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i es COMPILATION was developed from a number of 
sources, including records left by David Potter, search- 
es in the major journals to which he contributed articles 
and book reviews, and information supplied by publishers 
and former colleagues. Despite my efforts to achieve com- 
pleteness, I can only hope—not assert—that I have found 
everything of importance he published. With the excep- 
tion of a very few items—fewer than ten—I was able to 
check the information gathered with the publications 
themselves. In addition to the Bibliography proper, I have 
included lists of the major reviews of the books written 
or edited by David Potter. The list for the last one, The 
Impending Crisis, 1848-1861, is necessarily incomplete, 
for that book, completed by Don E. Fehrenbacher, was 
published less than a year before this Bibliography was 
set in type. Finally, I have appended a list of essays and 
obituaries on David Potter the man and the historian. 

In general, I list the items chronologically, believing 
that this ordering would prove useful to those interested 
in following David Potter’s intellectual development. Re- 
views of his books and the publishing history of his works 
have been subordinated typographically to the listings in 
the Bibliography proper, thus substantially preserving the 
chronological arrangement of the whole. 

A number of persons were helpful in providing infor- 
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Potter’s colleagues in the Stanford Department of History, 
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rial Assistant, Yale University Press; Ann Barret, Assistant 
to the Director, the University of Chicago Press; Virgil 
Hartley, former Managing Editor, The Emory University 
Quarterly, Howard R. Lamar, Department of History, 
Yale University; Akihiko Nakazato, Center for American 
Studies, University of Tokyo; and Otis Pease, Department 
of History, University of Washington. Finally, I wish to 
thank the Institute of American History at Stanford and 
its secretary, Betty Eldon, for office assistance in compil- 
ing this Bibliography. GHK 
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